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NAMING  THE  BLACK  EXPERIENCE
A L E X  G R I F F I N - L I T T L E
       The nomenclature of terms like “African American” and “black” have a long and complex history that
are often dependent upon historical context. The terms have also evolved with the progression of the
black identity. Tom Smith, author of Changing Racial Labels: From “Colored” to “Negro” to “Black” to “African
American” notes this evolution when he states, “As Blacks gradually began to achieve emancipation or to
gain ground under slavery, they forged a new culture and formed institutions and organizations to serve
their needs and promote their interests” (Smith, p. 496). This quote is significant because it shows that the
evolution of the nomenclature surrounding the black experience was not random, nor did it happen
externally. Even though African Americans historically were categorized by white individuals, as a sense
of black community grew, so too did the desire and ability to name themselves. 
       Joseph Holloway, author of Africanisms in American Culture, noted that throughout the early to mid-
1800s, African Americans who worked as house servants (of whom were often of mixed ancestry) were
called colored: a term which was later expanded to include all people of color (Holloway, p. 15). According
to Tom Smith, the shift from colored to Negro was pushed by Black leaders W. E. B. DuBois and Booker T.
Washington, who saw Negro as a “stronger” term that was more specific to the experiences of African
Americans and not reliant upon other people of color; by the 1930s, Negro had become the preferred term
over colored (Smith, p. 498). 
Booker T. Washington speaking to a group of students at the Tuskegee Institute about unions and the "New Negro"  (courtesy of The Atlantic)
       As described by Ben Martin in From Negro to Black to African
American: The Power of Names and Naming, the transition from
Negro to Black happened during the Civil Rights Movement of
the 1950s and 1960s (Martin, p. 83). Black was initially
considered to be a political stance for “racial pride, militancy,
and power” (Smith, p. 499) and seen as a very radical term not
favored by many African Americans. This can be seen with the
development of more militant organizations like the Black
Panthers. As the Civil Rights Movement progressed, Black
became a shield against white supremacy and promoted
slogans such as “Black is Beautiful'' and “Black Pride.” By the
1980s, the term was practically seen as universal amongst
African Americans (Smith, p. 501). Finally, the shift from Black
to African American occurred in December of 1988 and has its
roots in the campaign of Jesse Jackson, a black man who ran for
Congress in the state of Illinois (Smith, p. 505). The idea behind
African American is that it gave the black community a “cultural
identification with their heritage and homeland” (Smith, p.
507).  In other words, the term gave an homage to African
Americans’ heritage (i.e. Africa) while still recognizing their
American nationality and the experiences that has yielded
them. 
       Today, the terms black and African American are used fairly
interchangeably. Other terms, such as people of color, have
been used to encompass the experiences of all non-white
individuals (such like the historical term colored). This has
resulted in some push-back from many black activists who
make the argument that it is impossible to generalize the
experiences of all non-white individuals into one phrase. As a
result, the term BIPOC - or Black, Indigenous, and People of
Color - has garnered more and more support, especially
amongst younger populations. This term has found success
because it highlights the unique experiences of black and
indigenous individuals while still acknowledging other people
of color who exist outside of the white identity. Whatever the
term may be, it is clear that the nomenclature used to describe
the “black” experience will surely evolve with contemporary
social movements.
Example of Jim Crow Segregation, 1950 (courtesy of Elliot Erwitt)
Black Panther founders, 1968 (courtesy of Howard Bingham)
Stokely Carmichael, speaking at Berkeley, 1966 (courtesy of the
Library of Congress)
Angela Davis , 1978 (courtesy of the Bettmann Archive)
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